W
e didn't get cold feet-just very, very wet. That's what I e-mailed my wedding guests 5 days before our big day. My fiancé and I had been glued to our TV in Houston all weekend, watching Harvey make landfall and devastate our friends' and neighbors' lives. We cautiously opened our front door with both relief and guilt. After 24 hours of sitting on our couch, we were exhausted from waiting for waters that never came.
Throughout the week, our street remained dry enough for me to get safely to the VA hospital where I work as a primary care doctor. Our clinic was scheduled to be closed over the weekend, but I spent two nights on the plastic recliners in our treatment room in case I was needed the next day and couldn't get back in. I helped to staff one of our inpatient teaching services when a colleague at home was flooded in. Our team saw walk-in patients who had braved the storm for cuts, medications, or a tetanus shot (yes, a man did that!). By Tuesday, more than half of our staff was in the office and ready for whatever business came our way. We had scheduled appointments that were canceled, so we waited.
As a primary care doctor, I wait a lot. Most of the benefits of my work won't be visible for months, years, or even decades. It's not the medical heroism of primetime TV. Primary care takes patience. There are a few emergencies, however. This week, I stopped waiting for patients and went looking for them instead. I spent 10 hours at my desk Wednesday making phone calls. I started with kidney failure, heart failure, and diabetesthe patients who could die without their treatments. Only a few answered, so I left messages: "This is your doctor. If you can safely get to us, your VA is open." Saturday I manned a mobile medical unit serving veterans in the community. I provided reassurance and medication refills. While the rest of the community was scrambling and displaced, the primary care providers were back at work, checking blood pressure and asking about sugars. I realized that what had initially seemed anticlimactic was exactly what my patients needed: support and reassurance from someone who knows that healing takes time.
The decision to postpone the wedding was an easy one. Family and friends reported that airlines had already cancelled flights in anticipation of a backlog from the previous week's airport closures. Our vendors were drying out their own homes or those of their friends and families. Most important, we were exhausted. I called my parents to explain what was happening on the ground. The news showed the physical destruction, but the heartache and emotional toll, more difficult to capture on film, was pervasive. Even if everyone could get here and the vendors were all open, now was not a time to celebrate. Now we work. Hard. We do what we can. And then we wait.
